Death of buildings in consumer culture : natural death, architectural murder and cultural rape by Anderson, Stephanie et al.
Anderson, Stephanie and Tonner, Andrea and Hamilton, Kathy (2017) 
Death of buildings in consumer culture : natural death, architectural 
murder and cultural rape. Consumption, Markets and Culture, 20 (5). pp. 
387-402. ISSN 1025-3866 , 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2017.1367676
This version is available at https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/56651/
Strathprints is  designed  to  allow  users  to  access  the  research  output  of  the  University  of 
Strathclyde. Unless otherwise explicitly stated on the manuscript, Copyright © and Moral Rights 
for the papers on this site are retained by the individual authors and/or other copyright owners. 
Please check the manuscript for details of any other licences that may have been applied. You 
may  not  engage  in  further  distribution  of  the  material  for  any  profitmaking  activities  or  any 
commercial gain. You may freely distribute both the url (https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/) and the 
content of this paper for research or private study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes without 
prior permission or charge. 
Any correspondence concerning this service should be sent to the Strathprints administrator: 
strathprints@strath.ac.uk
The Strathprints institutional repository (https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk) is a digital archive of University of Strathclyde research 
outputs. It has been developed to disseminate open access research outputs, expose data about those outputs, and enable the 
management and persistent access to Strathclyde's intellectual output.
1 
 







We propose that focusing on the death of buildings has much to offer in terms of 
our understanding of consumer culture. The aim of this paper is to explore the 
death of buildings from the perspective of consumers who have an interest in 
exploring obsolete buildings. Drawing on an ethnographic study of urban 
exploration, we uncover consumer understandings of death and mortality. We 
make a number of contributions. First, we demonstrate how death terminology is 
appropriate to material culture. Second, we reveal how consumer fascination with 
derelict buildings opens up opportunities for otherwise suppressed thoughts and 
conversations about death. Third, we recognise the multidimensional nature of 
death and introduce the concept of cultural death in consumer culture. 
 










³Buildings are more like us than we realise. They can be born into wealth or poverty, 
enjoying every privilege or struggling to make ends meet. They have parents ± gods, kings 
and emperors, governments, visionaries and madmen ± as well as friends and enemies. They 
have duties and responsibilities. They can endure crises of faith and purpose. They can 
succeed or fail. They can live. And, sooner or later, they die´(Crawford 2015). 
 
This opening quotation is taken from the overleaf of &UDZIRUG¶V  µFallen 
Glory¶ which outlines the biographies of 20 lost buildings that have become part of our 
collective memory such as the Twin Towers, the Berlin Wall and the Tower of Babel. The 
stories of the death of these buildings not only have architectural significance but also open 
up cultural accounts of key moments in history )ROORZLQJ &UDZIRUG¶V  OHDG ZH
propose that focusing on the death of buildings also has much to offer in terms of our 
understanding of consumer culture.  
The aim of this paper is therefore to explore the death of buildings from the 
perspective of consumers. We uncover these consumer understandings through an 
ethnographic study of urban exploration. Urban exploration involves the discovery and 
exploration of restricted and derelict   buildings (Garrett 2011). These buildings are less 
iconic than those considered by Crawford (2015) but are nevertheless meaningful to urban 
explorers.  Consumer research surrounding death tends to prioritise the death of people and 
focuses on issues such as EHUHDYHPHQW HJ 2¶'RQRKRH 2015), possession disposition 
through gifting (e.g. Turley and 2¶'RQRKRH 2013) or death rituals (e.g. Hackley and Hackley 
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2016). By exploring death within an alternative context, we address the following research 
questions: What do consumers understand of death within material culture? How do derelict 
buildings VKDSH FRQVXPHUV¶ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI GHDWK DQG PRUWDOLW\" How does the death of 
buildings inform our understanding of consumer culture? 
Although waste LV ³DQ LQHYLWDEOH FRQVHTXHQFH RI FRQVXPSWLRQ´ 'H &RYHUO\ HW DO
2008, 295) that occurs when objects fall into disuse and obsolescence, waste and disposal 
have attracted less research attention than other elements in the consumption process (Benton 
2014; Parsons and Maclaran 2009). By considering derelict buildings through a death studies 
lens, we open up this field of enquiry and make a number of contributions. First, we 
demonstrate how death terminology is appropriate to material culture. Second, we reveal how 
consumer fascination with derelict buildings opens up opportunities for otherwise suppressed 
thoughts and conversations about death. Third, we recognise the multidimensional nature of 
death and introduce the concept of cultural death in consumer culture. 
The article is organised as follows. First, we review relevant literature on the life and 
death of buildings. Next, we discuss derelict places as modern ruins of the recent past 
including an overview of urban exploration to better contextualise the study.  We then detail 
the methods of data collection and analysis. Findings are organised around three central 
themes that emerged from our data: physical death for buildings and the process of dying, 
cultural death and its associated feelings of loss, and a good death for buildings. Finally, we 




The life and death of buildings 
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Appaduari (1986) asserts that objects have social lives as they move through 
biographies and experience changes in their commodity status.  A once cherished object can 
PRYH LQWR GLVXVH WRZDUGV ZDVWH DQG HYHQWXDO GLVSRVDO DIWHU WKH RZQHU¶V GHDWK Buildings 
may exhibit such biographies as they evolve over time, for example, Maclaran and Brown 
(2005) illustrate how refurbishment changed the meanings associated with a festival shopping 
PDOO+ROOLV¶ DSWO\ WLWOHG µThe Secret Lives of Buildings¶ epitomises this perspective 
DQGLVEDVHGRQWKHSUHPLVHWKDW³EXLOGLQJVDUHGHVLJQHGWRODVWDQGWKHUHIRUHWKH\RXWODVWWKH
insubstantial pageants that made them. Then, liberated from the shackles of immediate utility 
and the intentions of their masters, WKH\DUHIUHH WRGRDV WKH\ZLOO´This suggestion of the 
agency of buildings is also revealed in the vocabulary of architecture that brings buildings to 
life through bodily (e.g. building structures described as bones) and spiritual (e.g. the 
EXLOGLQJ¶Vsoul) metaphors (Cairns and Jacobs 2014). 
The emerging debate on vital materialism has drawn attention to the vitality of objects 
as flows of materiality, and to the agentic powers of both human and non-human things 
(Bennett 2004). Consumer researchers have recognised the agency of objects, for example, 
Ming and Fitchett (2011) argue that modern day societies are characterised by death-fearing 
culture where the death-disposal of objects gives consumers anxiety. They conceptualise 
death objects as the possessions left behind or orphaned by the deceased and suggest that 
death objects have an agentic permanence and presence beyond the mortality of their owners. 
Similarly, Baker et al. (2016) demonstrate the sense of permanence and inalienability 
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKERGLO\UHPDLQVDQGDSHUVRQ¶VILQDOUHVWLQJSODFHJLYHQWKHUROHWKLVSODys in 
the ongoing family story. Further Epp and Price (2010) demonstrate that valued objects 
threatened with displacement due to changes in family circumstances can be granted agency 
to be reincorporated and reengaged into networks of use. Arguably, buildings may have equal 
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DJHQF\ ZLWK &UDZIRUG   FRQWUDVWLQJ WKH ³HSLF´ OLYHs of buildings that can last for 
thousands of years against human¶V limited lifespans.  
The process of decay is fickle as different rates of decomposition completely erase 
materials whilst others remain (Edensor 2005b), creatLQJDµWHPSRUDOFROODJH¶/\QFK 1972). 
Gregson, Watkins and Calestani (2010) illustrate that materials are animate and performative 
in the processes of disposal and recycling due to their ability to transform, morph and mutate 
into other states. The vitality of materials is most profound in the processes of decay where 
objects degrade and transform. 7KLVLVUHIOHFWHGLQ7DXVVLJ¶V, 15-16) account of decay 
in bogs and swamps where life and death are VXVSHQGHG³EHWZHHQDPLUDFXORXVSUHVHUYDWLRQ
and an always theUHRILPPDQHQWGHFD\´ Decay disrupts the linearity of memory as it causes 
WHPSRUDOLWLHVDQGPDWHULDOVWRLQWHUVHFWFROOLGHDQGPHUJHWKURXJKGHFRPSRVLWLRQ³GHFD\LQJ
buildings extinguish and reveal successive histories as layers peel away and things fall out 
froPWKHLUKLGLQJSODFHV´(GHQVRUE834).  
 
Derelict buildings: modern ruins of the recent past  
Since the rise to popularity in the 18th century ruins have historically been admired for 
their sublime grandeur and wild desolation (Shanks 2014). Throughout history ruins have 
been understood as signifying displacements of time, space and being. Indeed Simmel (1959, 
265) considers the ruin as a remnant of past life and a signifier of death in describing it as 
³WKH VLWH RI OLIH IURP ZKLFK OLIH KDV GHSDUWHG«WKH SUHVHQW IRUP RI SDVW OLIH´ Diderot 
deVFULEHGKLVH[SHULHQFHRIZDONLQJDPRQJVWUXLQVDVEHLQJ³EHWZHHQWZRHWHUQLWLHV´
[1767], )RU$XJpWKLVGHPRQVWUDWHVWKHUXLQ¶VFDSDFLW\WRGisturb linear notions 
of time. Benjamin (1999) furthers this notion of disjuncture by suggesting that ruins have the 
potential to exist as a dialectical image that haunts the present with an abandoned future. This 
UHODWHVWR'HUULGD¶V(1994) notion of hauntology as an alternative ontology that displaces the 
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importance of being and presence by drawing DWWHQWLRQWRWKHµVSHFWHU¶WKDWLVQHLWKHUSUHVHQW, 
absent, dead or alive (Laclau 1995). Derrida (1994) considers the endurance of certain 
historical events and notions as examples of hauntology, whereby revenants from the past are 
stuck in a continuous limbo of being and non-being, never fully coming into fruition in the 
present day. Relating this to understandings of consumption, Edensor (2005c) posits that 
UXLQV H[LVW LQ D VWDWH RI LQGHWHUPLQDF\ MRLQWO\ DEVHQW DQG SUHVHQW LQ D VWDWH RI µXQILQLVKHG
disSRVDO¶'HJHQDQG+HWKHULQJWRQ 2001), in limbo between rejection and obliteration.   
Contemporary understandings of ruins are ambiguous and contested (Pétursdóttir and 
Olsen 2014). This has been furthered by the variety of ruin terminology; authentic ruin 
(Huyssen 2010), romantic ruin (Ashurst 2007), heritage ruin (Pétursdóttir 2012), industrial 
ruin (Edensor 2005a), and modern ruin (Pétursdóttir and Olsen 2014). Modern ruins of the 
recent past are rarely granted the same fascination, admiration or protection by heritage 
DJHQFLHV EHFDXVH RI WKHLU KLVWRULFDO LPPDWXULW\ DQG URWWLQJ VWDWH WKH\ DUH ³FDXJKW XS
VRPHZKHUHEHWZHHQGLVSRVDODQGKLVWRU\´3pWXUVGyttir 2012, 33). For Apel (2015) the appeal 
of historical ruins is rooted in Romanticism whereas the contemporary fascination with 
modern ruins is driven by anxiety of capitalism.  Following the product life cycle, once 
buildings have lost their functional use, they subsequently lose value and become considered 
as waste (Edensor 2005c).  In contrast, the heritage ruin is a disciplined, sanitised and 
purified space that is devoid of natural and modern intrusions (Edensor 2005a). Despite this 
terminological diaspora ruins are generally viewed as outcomes of destruction (Stoler 2008), 
societal or architectural failure (Crawford 2015), costs of consumerism (Pétursdóttir and 
Olsen 2014) and the consequences of capitalism (Edensor 2005a). This is most evident in 
North American cities where economic instability, deindustrialisation, the collapse of 
Fordism and rise of neoliberalism (Apel, 2015) has created ³DUXLQ ODQGVFDSH´3pWXUVGyWWLU
and Olsen 2014, 4983) that is littered with empty factories, derelict shopping malls, and 
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redundant mining towns. Detroit has become the focus of this social critique and Leary 
DUJXHVWKHFXOWXUDOIDVFLQDWLRQZLWK'HWURLW¶VUXLQVLVDODPHQWIRUth century history 
and culture, and a social anxiety about the future. Indeed urban studies highlight the creative 
destruction of cityscapes as an inevitable outcome of capitalism, such as Manhattan slum 
clearances (Page 2001), Les Halles¶ marketplace destruction (Wakeman 2007) and 
6LQJDSRUH¶V ZDWHUIURQW UHJHQHUDWLRQ Chang and Huang 2005) which represent intentional 
reconstructions of social history, collective memory and a silencing of local memory. In 
addition to physical, social and symbolic losses, Apel (2015) and Leary (2011) critique 
ruinphilia for romanticising serious social problems and economic failure that demoralises 
residents and sensationalises austerity and poverty.   
 Whilst much literature points to the negativity of ruins as failure and false 
progression, the rise of ruinophilia, ruin porn and urban exploration imagery has rekindled 
the 18th century cultural fascination with desolation and ruination. Indeed the increasing 
allure or schadenfreude of societal misfortune shares some common ground with dark 
tourism. Lennon and Foley (2000) define dark tourism as any tourist experience associated 
with death and distress. Locations of dark tourism include war museums and memorials 
(Stone and Sharpley 2008), battle sites (Strange and Kempa 2003), locations of famous 
deaths (Alderman 2002; Rojek 1993), disasters and social atrocities, such as the World Trade 
Centre terrorist attack, and the Holocaust death camps (Beech 2000). Dark tourism has 
become increasingly commodified (Stone 2012) where sites are staged to create spectacular 
narratives.  For example, Chronis, Arnould and Hampton (2012, 269) demonstrate how 
Gettysburg is staged as a place that is characterised by death, sacrifice, defeat and loss. As 
such, drawing on Godfrey and Lilley (2009), Gettysburg may become a regime of memory 
rather than a regime of truth.  
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Despite its historical origins (Seaton 1996; Edwards 2016), much research has 
suggested the growing fascination with death is a post-modern phenomenon (Muzaini, Teo 
and Yeoh 2007; Foley and Lennon 1996). Hartman (2014) attributes the recent rise in dark 
tourism to social and political turbulence whereas Ashworth and Issac (2015) suggest it 
reflects a general rise in leisure and heritage and could be an outcome of increasing 
scholarship attention.Research suggest that consumers use dark tourism in various ways; to 
alleviate the impact of death and enable exposure to violence and taboo (Stone and Sharpley 
2008; 2013), to learn about history (Biran, Poria and Oren 2011), to co-create and express a 
national identity (Tinson, Saren and Roth 2015), to simulate affective states (Podoshen 2013; 
Ashworth and Issac 2015) and experience unmediated reality reflecting a cultural fascination 
with dystopia and disaster (Podoshen et al. 2015).     
In contrast to places of dark tourism, urban exploration is the discovery and 
exploration of restricted and derelict places in the built environment that are not publicly 
accessible (Garrett 2011). This restriction distinguishes urban exploration from dark tourist 
activities that typically have permission-based access provided by tourist agencies. Like street 
artists that appropriate public space as a shared public good (Visconti et al. 2010), urban 
explorers do not own these place but rather they engage in recreational trespass (Garrett 
2013). Urban exploration involves complex practices of researching place histories, 
discovering access to sites and the physical exploration of urban relics. Urban explorers also 
act as archivists by textually and photographically documenting the history and decay of 
these often forgotten urban places which they share with global online community forums.  
The late urban explorer Jeff Chapman (aka Ninjalicious) documented the growth of 
the subculture of urban exploration and traces its roots from 3KLOLEHUW$VSDLUW¶VH[SORUDWLRQRI
the Parisian catacombs in 1793 through to the San Francisco Suicide Club and the Cave Clan 
(Ninjalicious, 2005). This has renewed the alternative aesthetic appreciation of decay which 
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KDVDSSHDUHGLQDQXPEHURIDUWH[KLELWLRQVVXFKDV7DWH%ULWDLQ¶V µRuin Lust¶ in 2014 that 
displayed traditional to present-GD\UXLQDUWDQGWKH5HVLVWDQFH*DOOHU\¶VH[KLELWLRQRI
µBeauty in Decay¶ that featured urban explorer photography.  
 
Method  
Our findings are based upon a multi-method ethnography that utilises a variety of 
techniques including ethnographic interviewing, netnography, observant participation, 
fieldnotes, photography, and researcher diary. This range of collection techniques allowed the 
researchers to gain a holistic understanding of the practices and experience of urban 
exploration. Initially the first author became embedded within the online context of urban 
exploration through a one-year netnography of both discussion forums and personal 
ZHESDJHV WKDW ZHUH LGHQWLILHG DV ³UHOHYDQW DFWLYH LQWHUDFWLYH VXEVWDQWLDO KHWHURJHQHRXV
data-ULFK DQG H[SHULHQWLDOO\ VDWLVI\LQJ´ .R]LQHWV   7KLV LQYROYHG IROORZLQJ
specific discussion threads and regular monitoring of personal websites and social 
networking pages for textual and visual reports of explorations. Importantly, the netnography 
also facilitated contact with urban explorers who were invited to participant in an interview.   
Our findings within this paper primarily draw on interview data. However, the netnography 
and other ethnographic materials contribute to our understanding and interpretation of the 
interview texts.   
(WKQRJUDSKLF LQWHUYLHZLQJ VHHNV WR JDLQ ULFKHU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI FRQVXPHUV¶
experiences by locating the interview process within the consumption context (Heyl 2008; 
Holt 1997) by means of a friendly conversation (Spradley 1979). Where possible, interviews 
were conducted at site locations. This face-to-face visualisation was important to build 
rapport, but also to allow the use of auto-driven photo elicitation (Heisley and Levy 1990), 
where the participants displayed and discussed their own exploration photographs during the 
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interview. Given the geographical spread of our sample, some interviews were conducted 
over video-calling. 
Table 1: Participant Details 
Participant Age  Gender  Country  Occupation 
Josh 38 Male UK  Artisan bike designer 
Abby  23 Female Germany  Postgraduate student  
Matt 25 Male  UK  Postgraduate student 
Sam 27 Female  UK  Travel writer  
Pete 30s  Male  UK  Government worker  
Andy 21 Male  UK  Sportsperson 
Connor  25 Male  UK  Computer technician  
Mila 30s Female  Germany  Freelance writer  
Rory  30s Male  UK  Professional photographer  
Simon  30s Male  UK Mental health practitioner  
Hannah  22 Female  Germany  Undergraduate student  
William  52 Male  UK Disability support worker  
Euan  40 Male  UK  Freelance building surveyor  
Liam  38 Male  UK Manufacturing technician  
Nick  33 Male  UK  Events manager 
Lydia  50  Female  UK  Magistrate  
Ariel  29  Female  UK  Historian writer 
Paul  40 Male  UK Professional photographer 
Luke  32  Male  UK Mechanical engineer 
Nate  26 Male  United States Advertising producer 
Seb  26 Male  Italy  Professional Photographer 
Ross  38 Male  UK IT technician 
Rob  Late 40s Male  UK Business executive   
Lexi  32 Female  Germany Professional photographer 
Max  40 Male  Netherlands  Sales Manager  
Aaron  36  Male  Canada Sales executive 
Tom  40  Male  Canada Advertising executive  
Jack  35  Male  UK Self-employed contract 
cleaner  
 
Twenty-eight experienced urban explorers were interviewed (see Table 1). Interviews 
followed a semi-structured approach covering broad topic areas such as exploration practices 
and equipment, attachment to places of urban exploration, documentation of explorations, 
and online community interactions. Interviews lasted between 90-120 minutes. As advocated 
by Holt (1997), emic terms created by the participant were probed to elicit deeper 
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understandings of their grounded meaning. All interviews were audio recorded and 
transcribed in full, generating 630 pages of data. Data analysis followed an iterative process, 
allowing the researchers to move back and forth between emic terms and etic theorisation.  
 
Findings  
We present our findings in relation to three key themes: an examination of the 
physical death and the process of dying for buildings, an exploration of cultural death and its 
associated feelings of loss, and finally a discussion of what constitutes a good death for 
buildings. 
 
The physical death of buildings and the process of dying  
Participants often associate the physical death of buildings with the intrusion of 
nature, which reclaims places through the processes of decay, water ingress and dry rot. Once 
nature, like a parasite or cancer, takes a hold of a building participants anticipate its physical 
death and like the family of the terminally ill begin to adjust to its demise, as Rob 
demonstrates:  
&HUWDLQO\ WKH YLQHV JURZLQJ LQWHUQDOO\ DQG LW GRHVQ¶W WDNH ORQJ LW GRHVQ¶W WDNH PXFK
8QIRUWXQDWHO\ZKHQQDWXUHGRHVJHWLQWRWKHEXLOGLQJVLWGRHVQ¶WWDNHORQJIRULWWRWDNHRYHU
as well as destroy the building at the same time. So you feel a nervousness when you start 
seeing ± depends on the level of nature in there ± how long the place has got left. (Rob)  
In an interdisciplinary analysis of mortality, Connolly (2011) considers the ruin as a 
representation of dying in material culture. Death can be sudden or expected, just or unjust, 
in-time or off-time (Carr 2012). Like people who die expectedly, justly or in-time following a 
long illness or in old age, buildings often experience a prolonged physical demise, slowly 
losing the characteristics and vitality which distinguished them in life.  
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While many participants felt that nature (as a living thing in its own right) was 
virtuous through its beauty, its intrusion into buildings was bittersweet since it 
simultaneously attacks the integrity of the building causing its physical death. Lorimer and 
Murray (2015, 60) term this as the ruin paradox whereby there are conflicting desires for the 
ruin to remain but also to bHOHIWWR³5RWLQ3HDFH´7KLVUXLQSDUDGR[LVFDSWXUHGLQ0LOD¶V
comments:  
Yeah somehow you are sad about it but somehow you are happy that they have gotten in 
WKDW VWDWH ,W LV D NLQG RI FRQWUDGLFWLRQ VR«\HDK LW LV GLIILFXOW  6RPHKRZ \RX DUH KDSS\
about these places, and you want them to stay there like that but they cannot stay in the 
same state because they will get more rotten and they will just fall apart one day which is 
also sad, but that is life, the circle of life. (Mila) 
Crawford (2015) discusses how the intrusion of nature can be so extensive and complete that 
determining the presence or existence of the pre-existing building becomes difficult. Mila 
highlights that physical death in these circumstances, as in terminal illness is an inevitable 
end. Similar to Gregson et al. (2010), her discussion highlights the process of dying as a 
continuous change in material states that will result in the building physically disintegrating. 
Many other participants also associated this decaying process with dying where at one point 
the building will be physically JRQH 7KLV LV LOOXVWUDWHG LQ /\GLD¶V acceptance of the 
impermanence of even the most epic buildings.   
I think that moment in time when it is sort of decaying and beautiful is great but nothing 
lasts forever and there is always going to be that moment when we just have to let go of 
them. Sad though it is.  But that is when you want people like me taking photos that we can 
look back on and just remind ourselves of just how stunning they were in their hey-day, or 
not even in hey-day, at that point when they were starting to fade away. (Lydia)  
This acceptance of death was reflected amongst all participants. Seeing the building over time 
change and deteriorate may, like the family of those with chronic illness, allow the urban 
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explorer to experience a ³TXDVL-widowhRRG´EHIRUHWKHDFWXDOGHDWKRFFXrs (Carr 2012, 191). 
In human death family members may become suscepWLEOH WR³KDELWXDWHGJULHI´ (Carr 2012, 
191). While urban explorers do not experience the same intensity of loss as in human death, 
they do DGMXVWRU³KDELWXDWH´ as they witness the decline of the building. Indeed the activity of 
urban exploration appears to offer individuals an appreciation of the impermanence of life 
and inevitability of death.  
Josh offers a further insight into the point of D EXLOGLQJ¶V terminal demise and his 
pragmatism sets aside the sentimentally of saving buildings and considers the sheer cost and 
ability of contemporary society to save these dying buildings. In doing so, he reflects ongoing 
debates in historic preservation which suggest that preservation is only one part of urban 
planning (Ryberg-Webster and Kinahan 2014). 
,QVRPHZD\VLWLVDSLW\EHFDXVH«\RXKDYHWREHSUDJPDWLF7KHVHEXLOGLQJs, once they 
get to a certain stage, especially once the water starts getting into them, then saving them 
becomes incredibly expensive. Nobody in their right mind is really going to throw millions 
and millions of pounds in saving a really old building, when they could just demolish it. 
(Josh)  
Participants often stressed that each building has its own individual fate that is dependent on 
its particular physical condition, cultural importance or potential cost for redevelopment, as 
Crawford (2015,  VXJJHVWV ³VXUYLYDO DORQH GRHV QRW HTXDWH ZLWK VLJQLILFDQFH ,QGHHG
VRPHWLPHV LW LV D VLWH¶VYHU\ REVFXULW\ WKDW H[SODLQV LWV SUHVHUYDWLRQ´ However, such ruins 
may be considered as between life and death, like people who are ³LQDpermanent vegetative 
stDWHDUHLUUHYHUVLEO\XQFRQVFLRXV\HWWKH\DUHQRWFRQVLGHUHGGHDG´ (Truog and Miller 2014, 
886) so these buildings retain a physical status which falls short of their ultimate death. In the 
medical discipline Bury (1982) terms this loss of healthy functioning as biological disruption 
whereby chronic illness causes individuals and their social networks to consider pain and 
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suffering as potential reality that changes everyday life experience. A building experiences 
biographic disruption once it has fallen into disuse and is left derelict. 
For some such buildings urban explorers often wish for an enGWRWKHLUµVXIIHULQJ¶. In 
common with human illness, treatment withdrawal is difficult and challenging for family 
members however it is rendered more straightforward when families perceive that it will end 
suffering (Coombs 2015). For buildings, participants talk about this terminal point coming 
when they can no longer realistically EH VDYHG 7KLV LV FDSWXUHG E\ 5RU\¶V GLVFXVVLRQV RI
1960s high-ULVHIODWVZKHUHKHFODLPV³But yeah what can you do with these flats?  It is too 
late for a lot of them, it is too late and it is too far gone.´ 
As such, we contend that the physical death of a building occurs once physical 
integrity of the structure rots, the cost to save it outstrips its apparent value and its condition 
is terminal in that there is no realistic chance of saviour. This reflects economic studies of 
historic preservation which suggest that cost-benefit analysis underpins decisions to preserve 
(Ryberg-Webster and Kinahan 2014). It remains difficult to determine the specific moment of 
D EXLOGLQJ¶V GHDth, however, urban explorers mourn yet accept the inevitability of the 
EXLOGLQJ¶VXOWLPDWHGHPLVHZKHQ its physical integrity begins to erode. For urban explorers, 
physical death is also accompanied by cultural death. 
 
Experiencing loss DWDEXLOGLQJ¶VFXOWXUDOGHDWK   
Although there is no universal perspective on what death entails, it is often associated 
with loss and grief. Urban explorers reflect on buildings that no longer exist in their original 
material form due to natural collapse, demolition or redevelopment with anger, grief and a 
VHQVH RI ³melancholy´ DQG ³sadness´ 3DXO $V &UDZIRUG   GLVFXVVHV ³ZH FDUH 
about buildings - sometimes more than we care about our fellow human beings.´ )RU
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participants these losses were most starkly felt when considering buildings beyond their 
materiality to reflect upon the various cultural demises they represent.  
 
Cultural obsolescence  
In the consumption cycle a product enters the stages of disposal when it no longer has 
its original use or it has become obsolescent (Hetherington 2004). Participants recognise this 
PRYHPHQW LQ D EXLOGLQJ¶V XVH WR GLVXVH as the first cultural loss experienced in dying 
buildings; an inevitable force caused by social and cultural progression. So as Cairns and 
Jacobs (2014, 103) suggest these obsolete buildings EHFRPH³LQSODFHEXWRXWRIWLPH´ For 
Luke it is the progression of technology that has dealt the ultimate fate to many buildings as 
their original use becomes unnecessary in contemporary consumer culture:    
It is a shame that they do decline but it is the way that it is going. It is like cinemas shutting 
GRZQEHFDXVHRI1HWIOL[DQGWKLQJVOLNHWKDW<RXGRQ¶WKDYHWROHDYH\RXUKRXVH,GRWKLQN
that the internet and things like that obviously, it has got a decline for everything.  (Luke)  
In reflecting on the demise of Whittingham Asylum in 2015, Luke acknowledges that the 
specificity of the original use of some buildings impedes their ability to be saved or 
regenerated, trapping them as relics of another time at odds with contemporary practicalities 
and sensibilities.   
At one time it was the biggest asylum in Europe.  I think there were like three and a half 
WKRXVDQGSDWLHQWV,WLV«LWLV«,¶PWU\ing to think of a word.  It is, well I am going to say 
FUD]\WKDWLWLVJRWWRWKDWVWDWHWKDWWKH\FRXOGQ¶WILQGDXVHRILWEXWVRPHWKLQJVDUHKDUGWR
use«,QHYLWDEO\ VRPH SODFHV KDYH WR JR >«@ ,W LV DQ DEVROXWHO\ PDVVLYH VLWH DQG WKH\
knocked it all down for 650 homes.  (Luke)  
Whilst Luke appreciates the physical and often social difficulty in altering the use of a 
EXLOGLQJKLVDVVHUWLRQWKDWLWZDV³crazy´DQDOWHUQDWLYHXVHFRXOGQRWEHIRXQGKLJKOLJKWVhis 
sense of astonishment that buildings cannot always be saved or transformed into a new use. 
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However, /XNH¶V DFFHSWDQFH RI WKH LQHYLWDEOH ORVV RI EXLOGLQJV UHIOHFWV (GHQVRU¶V 005b, 
829) argument that ruins are a product of capitalism - ³marginal sites which continue to litter 
the increasingly post-industrial cities of the West, now bypassed by the flows of money, 
energy, people, and traffic within which they were once enfolded.´ Further some of these 
sites (such as Whittingham Asylum) are so tied to their original use, which no longer fits with 
contemporary culture, that they cannot be exorcised of this past and repurposed. However, 
whilst many participants demonstrate acceptance they also experience feelings of deep 
sadness that this is the case.   
That is ZKHQ,JHWUHDOO\VDGZKHQSHRSOHFDQ¶WEHERWKHUHGWRGRWKDWOLWWOHELWRIH[WUDKDUG
work to save something that the past has given us as a gift and instead they knock it down, 
or they leave it empty, or they put up something that has got no character about it and it will 
be pulled down again in another fifteen, twenty, thirty \HDUV¶ WLPH anyway because its 
purpose has run out.  (Ariel)  
For Ariel, buildings are gifts from the past, imbued with meaning that should be cared for and 
cherished. $ULHO¶V VDGQHVV LV GLUHFWHG WRZDUGV WKH ORVV RI WKHVH KLVWRULFDO JLIWV EXW DOVR
towards the continual shortening lifespans of buildings and accelerated cycles of loss that 
occur as buildings become more disposable once their purpose has run out.  
 
Cultural places 
Buildings are often representative of particular episodes of cultural history (Crawford 
2015; Edensor 2005b) and participants voice their sadness at this loss. This is visible in 
$ULHO¶V FRPPHQWV RQ WKe planned demolition of Haslar Hospital, which was used to treat 
injured soldiers from HMS Victory during the battle of Waterloo.   
Especially for somewhere that is historically important. Such as a place like Haslar 




$ULHO¶VDFFRXQWRI+DVODU+RVSLWDOKDVKLVWRULFDOLPSRUWDQFHas a site of collective memory.   
Other participants discuss the neglected mundane places in their local communities that do 
not share such spectacular historical importance but are nonetheless culturally and socially 
important. Luke gives the example of a local outdoor sea-water swimming pool.  Now 
derelict, Luke FRQVLGHUVWKLVWREHDORVVRI³VRPDQ\PHPRULHVRIZKDWLWRQFHZDV.´7KLV
reflects the loss of individual memory and subjective recollections that anchor human 
experience (Chang and Huang, 2005). :KLOVW $ULHO DQG /XNH¶V DFFRXQWV UHIOHFW GLIIHUHQW
registers of memory, both are at risk of social amnesia and collective forgetting (Schwartz, 
2009). The loss of these sites is mourned especially by participants because they sit in 
contrast to museums where cultural memory becomes fixed through sanitisation. These 
derelict buildings represent a loss of more complex and contrary voices which have potential 
to disrupt dominant ways of seeing and being (Edensor 2005b). 
Similarly, Sam talks about the loss of local factories and mills in Oldham.   
There is a mill in Oldham and it is a listed building. It is going to eventually get 
demolished. It is a shame because all that will end up happening is eventually it will get 
knocked down and they will build a set of homogenous flats there or just new-build houses 
and people will just forget that there was this big important building there. I mean look at it, 
it is obviously not as beautiful as that [points to the city halls], but that is the history of the 
city, of the town.  (Sam)  
For Sam, the loss of these industrial ruins has particular cultural importance to the local 
history of the region. Sam is further saddened at the thought that people will forget about 
these once culturally importance places of work and community when they have been 
demolished and replaced by housing. Despite the lack of grandeur and spectacle, these 
buildings have been compared to cherished public buildings. Although the use of these places 
SUHFHGHVSDUWLFLSDQWV¶SHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFHVWKH\VWLOOFRQVLGHUWKHGHPLVH of these buildings 
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DV D SHUVRQDO ORVV WR WKHLU FXOWXUDO KHULWDJH 'UDZLQJ XSRQ +LOO DQG &URPDWLH¶V 
assertion that we are passively tethered to out past, Podoshen and Hunt (2009) demonstrate 
that consumers can be impacted by events that precede their lifetime due to cultural and 




Participants also mourned the loss of the architectural craftsmanship that is often 
found within these buildings. For many, disregard of such features represents a larger cultural 
WUHQGRIGLVSRVDELOLW\³throwaway society´3DXODQG³wasteful race´5RVV 
I think we live in a throwaway society nowadays. Buildings they are not like the grand 
architecture like it was back in the day. There is no woodwork and fancy architecture. It is 
just like all MDF and bricks. It is not what we used to have in the past. That is why I love it. 
I love seeing that before it is gone. Once it is gone, it is gone. (Liam)  
For Ross, even the redevelopment of a building can involve cultural loss if important 
architectural features are removed, FRYHUHG XS DQG HUDVHG IURP WKH EXLOGLQJ¶V IDEULF. This 
UHIOHFWV6WDUQ¶V2) discussion of how authenticity may be lost as preservation changes the 
nature of the buildings, creating a false authenticity or inauthentic truth:  
,ZRXOGUDWKHUWKH\ZHUHXVHGIRUDEVROXWHO\DQ\WKLQJ WREHKRQHVWDVORQJDV WKH\GRQ¶W
tear the heart out of the place by taking out all of the décor. Most of them unfortunately get 
FKDQJHGLQWRIODWV,W¶VOLNHDORWRIFKXUFKHVWKHUHVHHPVWREHDELWRIDIDVKLRQIRUSHRSOH
building up old churches and turning them into flats, apartments but then they hide all of 
the features behind plasterboard walls.  All the stained glass would be covered up and it just 
lost the heart and soul of the building.   (Ross)  
0RUHWKDQFXOWXUDOLPSRUWDQFH5RVVUHJDUGVWKHGHFRUDWLYHPDWHULDOVDVWKH³heart and soul´
of a building, and without them, as in the brain death of people, the building has lost its 
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³LQWHJUDWHG IXQFWLRQLQJ´DQGRULJLnal character (Truog and Miller 2004, 886). Ross imbues 
human qualities to buildings that illustrate the connection he feels towards these often 
neglected relics.  
Associated with the loss of these architectural features is the loss of the skills required to 
create them. 7KLVFXOWXUDOGHDWKLVSDUWLFXODUO\HYLGHQWLQ3DXO¶VDFFRXQWZKHUHWKHILQDOLW\RI
DEXLOGLQJ¶VGHPLVHRIWHQPHDQVWKat the ornate interiors and skills to create them die with the 
buildings themselves.   
These buildings that they are leaving to crumble are buildings that people had put so much 
effort, and time and money into. They are absolutely gorgeous you know.  These are the 
buildings that mill owners used to build to show off how much money they had. They 
ZRXOGSXW«WKH\DUHVRRUQDWHDQGWKH\MXVWGRQ¶WPDNHWKHPOLNHWKDWDQ\PRUH,MXVWWKLQN
that we are losing that too quickly. We are losing it and nobody is trying to replicate it.  
(Paul)  
7KLVFRQFHUQZDVSUHVHQWWKURXJKRXWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVFDSWXUHGE\5RE¶VGLVFXVVLRQRI
9LFWRULDQEULFNZRUN³That craftsmanship is not about anymore´$VVXFKWKHORVVRIWKHVH
buildings often represents a larger societal change where some skills are no longer necessary. 
Rob elaborates on this premise: 
We are just missing so many opportunities and a lot of these [buildings] are just falling into 
disrepair. The workmanship and the class of master shipbuilding is gone. We look at 
nowadays there are no apprentices for stone masonry and carpentry. You are just a joiner 
who makes something out of a piece of wood that has already been pre-fabricated, bricks 
are done on a kiln, they are not done out of a stone quarry. There is something there that has 
just been taken away and one day we will just lose it all. (Rob)  
Rob highlights the generational legacy of craft work which has in some cases experienced a 
cultural death as it is no longer needed in modern buildings. The finality of his assertion that 
³one day we will just lose it all´GHPRQVWUDWHVWKHVHYHULW\DQGZHLJKWRIWKLVFXOWXUDOORVVDVD
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non-returnable end for many skills and crafts. Adding another layer to the notion of cultural 
GHDWK:LOOLDPKLJKOLJKWVWKH³brutality´RIFXOWXUDOORVV 
When I was a kid buildings never meant much to me. The world was a big dark place. But 
now looking at it in the clear light of day, all of these old Victorian places the craftsmanship 
that went into them was unbelievable. Another thing is the brutality of just dismissing them 
and getting rid of them for land is culturally quite bad for me now. I think these places 
could be saved.  I think they could be kept in a way that we respect what they used to be. 
Whereas they just keep the facings of them.  That is taking the heart. (William)  
Like Ross, William considers buildings to have a heart in their original use and material 
integrity. For William, neglecting, dismissing and destroying buildings is a brutal act on 
culture and evokes imagery of murder and mutilation. In this case cultural death has a sense 
of mistreatment and violence.   
 
A good death for buildings 
Once diagnosed with a terminal illness the notion of a good death (Aries 1974; Seale 
and van der Geest 2004) is viewed to be the preferable outcome. Much like a person, 
participants hold notions of good and bad deaths for buildings and reflect a preference for a 
peaceful death. In particular Simon draws on the notion of a natural death to discuss ruins 
where nature has taken control. 
I think they should just be left as they were« Maybe someone will come to it who owns it, 
EXWXQWLO WKHQMXVWOHW LWUHVW LQSHDFH,JXHVV>«@,ZRXOGOLNHIRUWKHPWRVWD\WKHUHDQG
whatever happens to them happens to them through nature.  If they end up blowing over 
and crumbling then that is what is meant to be. (Simon)  




to accept UHIOHFWLQJ DQ DHVWKHWH¶V YLHZ RI SUHVHUYDWLRQ 6WDUQ 2002). Lydia offers similar 
sentiments in her discussion of the Maunsell Sea Forts: 
If you take those sea forts out in the sea for example they are actually trying to raise money 
to turn it into a high-end hotel. So at the moment you have got this beautiful decaying lump 
of rust, which potentially in five years could be a very swish modern looking hotel. 
Whether it will happen is another matter because it will be a feat of engineering and it will 
take a huge amount of money. I have got mixed feeling about that. Personally I would like 
to see it fall into the sea and just die gracefully. Likewise I just think that some buildings 
are just so far gone we should almost just let them fade away. Restoration is a wonderful 
WKLQJLVQ¶WLW LILW LVGRQHEHDXWLIXOO\DQGIRUJRRGUeasons. I like to see the buildings just 
left in peace to be honest.  (Lydia)  
Despite the potential for redevelopment Lydia would prefer a natural death for the Maunsell 
6HD)RUWVDVVKHEHOLHYHVWKH\DUHSDVWWKHSRLQWRIVDYLQJ+HUVHQWLPHQWVRI³die gracefully´
³fade away´DQG³rest in peace´RIIHUDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIDJRRGGHDWKIRUEXLOGLQJV. Nature 
is left to take its course, rejecting restorative treatments, such as sandblasting or underpinning 
which are likely to have little impact in the same wD\WKDWWKHWHUPLQDOO\LOORIWHQGRQ¶WZLVK
for intrusive resuscitative interventions (0LOMNRYLü et al, 2015). This runs counter to Lorimer 
DQG0XUUD\¶V, 61) assertion that ³>U@RWLVDSURFHVVWKDWVLWVXQHDVLO\ZLWKWKH image of a 
peaceful end.´ Instead a peaceful death for buildings allows nature to ravage the structures 
returning their once monumental stature into the earth.   
In contrast to the good peaceful death from natural causes, participants understand a bad 
death RU D ³VDG HQGLQJ´ (Jack) to be caused by human agency. Families who experience 
sudden, unjust or off-time deaths often find these more difficult to grieve (Carr 2009).  
Crawford (2015) reflects this in his discussion of the sudden, unjust and off-time destruction 
of the World Trade CHQWUHDQGWKHµYRLG¶OHIWEHKLQG Similarly, participants often cite metal 
thieves, vandals and owners to cause the majority of damage within derelict buildings. 
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Indeed, the strength of this feeling is captured in William¶V comments on demolition and 
arson by owners to illustrate the abuse that buildings experience before their demise.  
There are other times that they deliberately get stuff set on fire. I find that dreadful because 
it is a cultural thing for me. They are burning my history. >«@The cultural aspect, to me the 
place has just been culturally raped. That is the way that it is. I have never known so many 
buildings getting pulled down and suspicious buildings going on fire.  (William)   
For William, arson is a cultural abuse akin to the violence and inhumanity of rape. His 
assertions viscerally illustrate the violent pillage and stripping away of history and heritage in 
cultural death. In an examination of images of catastrophe, Kaplan (2008) introduces the 
notion of witnessing whereby an individual is transformed by an image of trauma. In 
SDUWLFXODUZH VHH HYLGHQFHRIZLWQHVVLQJ LQ:LOOLDP¶V DVVHUWLRQ tKDW ³they are burning my 
history´DIILUPing this notion of witnessing a traumatic event that is felt by the individual as a 
personal loss or suffering. In her discussion of demolition Ariel expresses the horror and 
violence when people take control over physical death.   
We have respect for the buildings and we have absolutely no respect for the people who 
KDYHOHWWKHPIDOOLQWRWKHVWDWHRIGHFD\WKDWWKH\KDYHIDOOHQLQWRDWOHDVW,GRQ¶WDQ\ZD\
>«@,FDOOHGLWDUFKLWHFWXUDOPXUGHU,QVRPHUHVSHFWVGHSHQGLQJRQWKHVWDWHRIWKHEXLOGLQJ
it can also be architectural euthanasia but in a lot of cases a building can be saved (Ariel)  
&RPSDUHGZLWKWKHSHDFHIXOQHVVRIWKHJRRGGHDWK$ULHO¶VFKRLFHRI³murder´KLJKOLJKWVWKH
SK\VLFDOEUXWDOLW\DQGYLROHQWHQGWRVRPHEXLOGLQJV¶OLYHV+RZHYHUVKHDOVRVXJJHVWVWKDW
human intervention with the inevitable fate of physical death through euthanasia can relieve 
suffering. ,QPDQ\UHVSHFWVWKLVGHPRQVWUDWHVFRQVXPHUV¶HPSDWK\ZLWKWKHEXLOGLQJWhilst 
dark tourists experience empathetic grief with sites of death and macabre (Ashworth and 
Issacs, 2015), urban explorers experience empathetic grief with the neglect that buildings 
experience for their mundanity or unacknowledged industrial value. These buildings become 
metonyms of social activity, cultural significance and expressions of material culture that 
24 
 
have been lost through the physical deterioration of the building. Earlier comments saw 
participants humanising buildings by using words like ³heart´DQG³soul´7Kis humanizing 
extends into understanding of a good death for a building as participants seek a peaceful and 
natural end to a building¶s biography.  
 
Conclusions   
This study deepens our understanding of death in consumer culture.. Consumers draw 
on the vocabulary of death throughout their accounts of urban exploration and reveal 
experiences of loss and grief associated with the physical and cultural decline of buildings. 
This extends previous consumer research which often focuses on the death of people. Given 
Kaplan¶V (2008) suggestion that daily bombardment and proliferation of traumatic news 
images have created a culture of trauma, it is perhaps unsurprising that consumers extend the 
language of death into diverse contexts. An interdisciplinary body of theory has considered 
the agency and vitality of buildings in terms of their cultural, social and economic 
significance (Miles 2010; Maclaran and Brown 2005; Cairn and Jacobs 2015). Our findings 
contribute to this work by equally demonstrating the significance of the death of buildings.   
Despite our findings revealing some similarities between human death and building 
death (e.g. the desire for a good death, feelings of grief), the divergences between the two are 
equally insightful. Interestingly, urban explorers generally have no prior relationship or 
attachment to the buildings before dereliction. Rather, they only come to know the building 
during the process of its physical dying. Unlike previous research on possession disposition 
which illustrates how divestment rituals associated with letting go can have a strong impact 
on the extended self (Hirschman, Ruvio and Belk 2012; Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005; 
Roster 2014), urban explorers are not tied to buildings through ownership or personal 
affiliation. Their emotions towards derelict buildings are driven by broader societal and 
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cultural issues that go far beyond personal connections. From a theoretical perspective, this 
implies that obsolescence is not necessarily the end stage of consumer culture interactions, 
but can actually be the beginning of consumer fascination. Urban explorers are much more 
appreciative of desolate buildings than they are of those linked to urban vitality, a perspective 
WKDW UXQV FRXQWHU WR D EXLOGLQJ¶V YDOXH EHLQJ GHWHUPLQHG E\ Fapitalist interests. In their 
analysis of human-object relationships, Lanier et al. (2013) draw on the concepts of value and 
worth to illustrate how FRQVXPHU DVVHVVPHQWV RI DQ REMHFW¶V worth can transcend market 
value. For urban explorers, their interest in a building is not triggered when it is at the height 
of market value but rather when its market value has all but expired.  At this point, the risk of 
WKHEXLOGLQJ¶VSK\VLFDOGHDWKEULQJVLWVFXOWXUDOZRUWK to the fore. While Lanier et al. (2013) 
consider the relationship between value and worth within the context of more cherished 
SRVVHVVLRQVFKLOGUHQ¶VWR\VDVGHSLFWHGLQWKH7R\6WRU\PRYLHVZHLOOXVWUDWHWKDWDVLPLODU
distinction may be relevant even for objects that are not part of the extended self. Consumer 
interest towards obsolete buildings cannot be explained in supply and demand terms as in 
limited edition products (Jang et al, 2015) or the market energy associated with the death of a 
celebrity (Radford and Bloch 2016). Indeed, such a value-oriented supply and demand 
perspective would overlook how it is worth QRWYDOXHWKDW³JLYHVOLIHPHDQLQJ´/DQLHUHW
al. 2013,  37).       
This may also extend our understanding of how material culture may be sustainably 
consumed. Connolly and Prothero (2003) critique the sustainability literature for being 
focussed upon recycling, where the unused becomes disposed and societal consumption 
patterns remain unchanged. Our findings show that material objects can be viewed differently 
by seeing worth in buildings beyond their primary economic purpose. Urban explorers 
counter the disposable nature of consumer culture, essentially extending useful life 
throughout the dying process. 
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We argue that consumerV¶ fascination with derelict buildings can support their 
understanding of death and mortality more broadly. It is widely acknowledged that 
consumers do not like to think about or discuss death and refrain from consumer actions 
associated with planning for death (Levy 2015). A focus on the death of buildings allows for 
such otherwise suppressed thoughts and conversations to emerge. While FRQWHPSODWLQJRQH¶V
own death or the death of loved ones may be accompanied by overpowering emotions, 
contemplation of the death of buildings provides the opportunity for acknowledging the 
impermanence of life and the inevitability of death. Kaplan (2008) conceptualises five 
degrees of trauma: (1) direct experience of trauma, (2) experiencing a relative in trauma, (3) 
the direct observation of trauma, (4) hearing the narrative of trauma and (5) mediated trauma 
such as viewing traumatic scenes in the media. For Stone (2012) dark tourism is a modern 
mediating institution that provides a social filter between life and death and is therefore akin 
WRWKHOHDVWVHYHUHRI.DSODQ¶VGHJUHHVRIWUDXPD8QOLNHGDUNWRXULVPWKHSUDFWLFHVRIXUEDQ
exploration involve physical and haptic engagement with the materiality of decay in its 
unsanitised form. This closeness, more akin to KaSODQ¶VGLUHFWREVHUYDWLRQRIWUDXPD, 
gives consumers greater ability to reflect on issues of death and mortality.  
DHDWK FDQ EH XVHG ³QRW DV D SK\VLRORJLFDO UHDOLW\ GHVFULEHG PHWDSKRULFDOO\ EXW DV
LWVHOIDPHWDSKRUWRGHVFULEHRWKHUUHDOLWLHV´ as demonstrated by Walter (2014, 69) in relation 
to organisational death. Previous research has considered the distinction between physical 
death and social death for example, Sweeting and Gilhooly (1997) suggest that social death 
can precede physical death for dementia patients while Gabel (2016) distinguishes between 
physical death as an immediate end, and social death as an enduring process in an 
examination of online memorialisation practices. Our analysis of the death of buildings 
reveals cultural death to be equally worthy of exploration. As our findings demonstrate, the 
death of buildings has significance beyond physical and structural demise and is equally 
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important from a cultural perspective. Previous work has explored how buildings can 
regenerate public spaces, offer spaces for consumption and in turn, reinforce cultural vitality 
(Miles 2010). Thus, the life of buildings can signal cultural life. We consider the alternative 
perspective: the death of buildings can signal cultural death. In our context cultural death is 
manifest in three ways: (1) cultural obsolescence where derelict buildings are at odds with 
contemporary practicalities and sensibilities, (2) loss of cultural places where complex 
historical narratives become forgotten, (3) loss of cultural skills where the architectural 
features are erased alongside a non-returnable end for associated skills and crafts. Whilst 
social death reflects a loss of social identity, loss of social connectedness and losses 
associated with bodily degeneration (Králová 2015), cultural death reflects a loss of material 
culture evidenced in lost activities, places, skills and cultural objects.  Although important 
buildings and ruins are memorialised (Pétursdóttir 2012), the loss of more mundane ruins 
means that the collective memory becomes narrow and alternative voices which may be 
equally important to consumer culture become lost. This cultural death brings losses that are 
as significant as those associated with physical death of buildings. Emically our participants 
link these losses to a throwaway society and critique its associated values. From an etic 
SHUVSHFWLYH WKLV UHLQIRUFHV &DLUQV DQG -DFRE¶V  GLVFXVVLRQ RI FDSLWDOLVP¶V LPSDFW RQ
what is considered as culturally important. We theorise the concept of cultural death to be an 
important contribution because it supports our understanding of the multi-dimensional nature 
of death in consumer culture.  
This study opens up a number of avenues for future research. In demonstrating the 
broad value of a death studies lens, we suggest that this could be applied to other material and 
non-human entities, such as objects, art forms, social movements and places. We further 
consider that future research on the concept of cultural death may open up hidden 
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